The transition to high school is a turning point in students' academic trajectories and is often a period of risk for students both academically and socially. Part of the risk involved during school transitions is due to the loss of social support in school with teachers and peers. Changes in students' social relationships can be especially difficult during the transition to high school because they are accompanied by changes in school context (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Heck and Mahoe 2006; Seidman and French 2004) . This transition involves a complex renegotiation of students' social relationships with both teachers and peers (Gillock and Reyes 1996) . Middle school teachers are left behind, and relationships with peers are disrupted to varying degrees depending on the way districts structure the feeder patterns to high school. This may create a particularly tenuous transition for middle school students who struggle academically (Roderick 1993) and are already at risk for being placed in low-level courses or failing. Although some studies have found that achievement commonly declines for all students after school transitions (Barone, Aguirre-Deandreis, and Trickett 1991; Eccles et al. 1993) , other research suggests that this decline is temporary for average-and high-achieving students and persists only for students who are considered at risk academically prior to the transition (Lucey and Reay 2000; Reyes et al. 2000; Roderick 2003) . To make matters worse, low-achieving students may also be more socially marginalized within the school, particularly from teachers, which could add to their difficulties in navigating the transition to high school. Lowachieving middle school students, therefore, are an important group of adolescents to study during school transitions.
This study uses national longitudinal data to investigate how academically vulnerable middle school students can be protected from low academic track placement and course failure during the transition to high school. Students who are placed in lower-level math courses are at a curricular disadvantage when they start high school (Schneider, Swanson, and Riegle-Crumb 1998) and are less likely to fulfill course requirements for postsecondary education (Adelman 1999) . Similarly, students who fail courses in their first year of high school are more vulnerable to dropping out of school (Rumberger and Larson 1998) . Although research has established that low-achieving middle school students are likely to have low academic outcomes in high school (Barone et al. 1991; Catterall 1998) , this pattern of low achievement also depends in part on the changing context of the middle and high schools during the transition (Schiller 1999) .
I investigate the transition to high school in terms of two key components of the transition context. First, social relationships built in school can facilitate academic success (Coleman 1988) and may help low-achieving students adjust to their new schools. Second, the way adolescents' relationships change during a school transition depends on their school district; the context of the district feeder pattern may have implications for academic outcomes after students change schools. Most students transition to high school with a cohort of middle school classmates (Myers, Heiser, and Wu 1995) , but districts have different types of feeder patterns that involve one middle school feeding into one high school or, alternatively, multiple middle schools feeding into one high school. When multiple middle schools feed into one high school, middle school social relationships are reconfigured more dramatically than in the more basic feeder pattern. Because the feeder pattern, which is a part of the district context, dictates the extent to which middle school students' social relationships change for the majority of students, both the reconfiguration of social relationships built in school and the feeder pattern are important considerations during school transitions, particularly for academically vulnerable students.
Research has long recognized that social ties formed within schools promote academic success (Coleman 1988) . In particular, affective ties to teachers and classmates within schools are an especially crucial element of school integration (Coleman 1996; Johnson, Crosnoe, and Elder 2001; Libbey 2004; Portes 1998; Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995) . Less is known about the effects of students' social relationships across the transition to high school and if they play a role in academic outcomes in the students' new schools. In this study, I explore whether the social ties that are maintained in the transition to high school can protect students from academic risk in the crucial first year of high school. Although social relationships may help students, it is unclear whether maintaining social relationships helps low-achieving students. Therefore, this study investigates if students who have academic problems prior to the transition benefit from an opportunity to break away from their middle school ties. Finally, the district context may play a role in any associations between middle school social relationships and high school academic outcomes, because the type of feeder pattern students follow may shape the extent to which social ties are reconfigured during the transition.
Social Relationships and the Transition to High School
Relationships with teachers may be the most important for success in school (Newman et al. 2000; Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995) , and these are the social ties that are most changed when students change schools (Midgley, Feldlaufer, and Eccles 1989; Roeser, Eccles, and Sameroff 1998) . Bonds with middle school teachers could affect students' success in high 2
Sociology of Education 83(1) school in two ways. First, teachers may impart a lasting legacy of encouragement and love of learning in students (Croninger and Lee 2001; Rosenfeld, Richman, and Bowen 2000) . This would provide tools for students to seek out mentoring teachers and may protect against course failure. Second, teachers may be involved more instrumentally through vertical teaming. Many elementary and secondary school systems promote vertical teaming, whereby teachers strive for curricular consistency even across levels of schooling (Anderson 2002) . Generally, vertical teaming practices are more prevalent and easier to implement in smaller and less organizationally complicated districts (Kowal 2002) , and teachers in these districts typically play a role in middle school students' levels of math course, or course placement, as they enter high school (Anderson 2005) .
Social relationships with peers may be even more powerful than bonds with teachers in predicting how students fare academically in the transition to high school, because cohorts of students typically move through the school system together. In addition, the fluctuation of friendships as students change schools occurs at a time when peer relationships are paramount in adolescents' lives (Eccles 1999; Seidman and French 2004; Steinberg 1993) . Peers may help one another cope with the changing school contexts between middle school and high school. Previous research on the transition to middle school supports this, suggesting that the social support of peer relationships can mediate academic and social-psychological adjustment after the transition (Aikins, Bierman, and Parker 2005; Cantin and Boivin 2004) , and the stability of friendships as well as friends' adjustment to school change influence student outcomes (Berndt, Hawkins, and Jiao 1999) . In this way, students with the social support of peers may be more protected from course failure in particular.
Another way that peers can affect students' experiences of the high school transition is through the maintenance of peer social status systems, or popularity. Popularity is an especially prominent part of adolescents' lives during this developmental period (de Bruyn and van den Boom 2005; Milner 2004 ). In developing a theory of peer social status, Milner (2004) suggested that status is emphasized when power is threatened. Milner also found that peer status is more salient in the early high school grades, possibly because social status is more important among the less powerful students. As students move between the two school contexts, they shift from being the oldest students to being the youngest and therefore have less status power. Taken together, this suggests that popularity may be an important part of the transition to high school. Although more popular students are not necessarily the highest achieving students, there is some indication that popularity plays a role in teachers' perceptions and course placement decisions of students. Ethnographic research on American high schools finds that teachers are often influenced by students' popularity in their perceptions of them as ''good'' or ''bad'' students early on in high school (Phelan, Davidson, and Yu 1998) . Thus, low-achieving students who are more popular may be protected from low academic outcomes in a way that less popular low-achieving students are not.
In sum, social relationships with teachers and peers could be beneficial or harmful during the transition to high school. Whether they help or hurt students may depend on students' academic status prior to the transition. Because students leave their middle school teachers behind, teachers are expected to have less of an effect on either course placement or course failure. However, lowachieving students who are bonded with their middle school teachers may be protected from low academic outcomes during the first year of high school if guidance and mentorship effects extend beyond the middle school years. Relationships with peers, however, are expected to be more salient for all students. For low-achieving students, this peer popularity may include academic risks during the transition from middle school to high school, because these students may be least likely to shed any low achievement identity and reputation during the transition.
Social Relationships and School Context
Importantly, these processes likely vary depending on the context of the transition and the extent to which the feeder patterns involve a reconfiguration of the social system. Although previous research has typically focused only on the characteristics of the sending school during the transition to high school (Schiller 1999) , a district feeder pattern can be characterized by both sending-school traits and receiving-school traits. A major contribution Langenkamp 3 of this study is to include measures that mirror the way that school districts structure students' transitions to high school. For example, some districts have several middle schools that feed into only one high school. In other districts, one middle school is the only feeder to the high school. In both cases, students transition to high school as a cohort with their middle school peers. When multiple middle school cohorts mix at the same high school, the context of this type of transition is potentially distinct because there will be more opportunity for the reconfiguration of social ties. Previous research gives some indication that the effects of academic achievement in middle school on high school performance vary depending on the context of the transition to high school (Schiller 1999) . Furthermore, in districts with tightly coupled feeder patterns, such as those with one middle school feeding into one high school, students' academic status, and even possibly their social status, may follow them to high school via teacher involvement. Although this has not been tested with feeder patterns, a similar process can be seen in smaller schools, where students with low social status or negative reputations among teachers struggle academically (Lee et al. 2000) . In addition, Milner's (2004) study of adolescent social status uncovered two basic types of high schools. Smaller and more geographically isolated high schools were found to have an obvious, traditional, and strict hierarchy of peer social status, whereas larger and more urban high schools were found to be more pluralistic and have a wider variety of potential status groups. This dichotomy mirrors the district context of school transitions. Therefore, it is expected that teacher bonding and popularity will more strongly protect against low academic achievement across the transition to high school in districts where only one middle school feeds into one high school.
Finally, there are likely distinctions in the district feeder patterns concerning the effects of low math course placement or course failure. Students who are bonded with their middle school teachers are more likely to be protected from low course placement in districts with one middle school feeding into one high school, where vertical teaming is more often implemented (Kowal 2002) . Popular students are expected to be protected against course failure in these districts because students' middle school status could carry over into high school. Alternatively, entering a high school in which middle school social ties are reconfigured, such as where many middle schools feed into one high school, may provide an opportunity for a low achiever to recover academically and even find a new social niche (Kinney 1993) .
Research Questions
This study addresses the following three research questions with nationally representative longitudinal data. First, does the maintenance of middle school social ties protect students from low academic outcomes during the transition to high school? Second, do protective effects of middle school social relationships convey to low-achieving middle school students? Finally, does the district context, which varies in the type of feeder pattern between middle and high school, and quite possibly in the extent to which social relationships are reconfigured, predict achievement after the transition, and does this transition context moderate the effect of social relationships? This study calls attention to two overlooked components of the transition to high school: middle school social relationships and the context of the transition to high school. The context of the transition represents how opportunities for maintenance and reconfiguration of social relationships are structured. A key contribution of this study is exploring whether the district context will moderate how students' middle school social relationships are related to students' course placement and academic performance in the first year of high school. This approach broadens current research on school transitions and furthers understanding of the processes of risk and resilience for students, particularly for low-achieving students.
DATA AND METHODS
This study uses the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) data and its education component, the Adolescent Health and Academic Achievement (AHAA) study. Add Health is a school-based survey of adolescents in 7th through 12th grade from 134 public, private, and parochial schools (Harris et al. 2003) . Add Health sample members were drawn from a random sample of 80 high schools with an 11th grade, stratified by region, urbanicity, size, type, and racial and ethnic composition. In addition, 52 middle (or elementary) schools that ''fed'' large proportions of students into the Add Health high schools were also sampled.
1 Data were first collected using ''in-school'' questionnaires, administering the survey to all students present in school on the day the survey was given (n 5 90,118). Students were sampled from the school roster on the basis of nationally representative sociodemographic populations. A longitudinal sample was given an ''in-home'' interview (wave I, n 5 20,745) during the 1994-95 school year and were followed up during the 1995-96 school year (wave II, n 5 14,738).
Add Health chronicles adolescent social lives, including their peer and familial relationships, at-risk behaviors, and feelings of social isolation. Although rich in social context, Add Health has limited information on the academic trajectories of youth. The AHAA study, a subset of wave III (n 5 14,003), provides academic information from high school transcripts and detailed information from the last school attended (Muller et al. 2007) . Two main cohorts from Add Health are included in the study, eighth graders transitioning to high school in 1996 and eighth graders transitioning to high school in 1995. In addition, 9th graders who transitioned to 10th to 12th grade high schools in 1995 are included (n 5 70).
Academic Outcomes
This study includes two measures indicating an academic struggle at the beginning of high school. Low math course placement is measured as placement in remedial math or prealgebra for 8th graders transitioning to high school, while for the three Add Health middle schools that end in the 9th grade, this measure is defined as placement in lower than geometry at 10th grade after their transition to high school. These levels of math are lower than the national average (Davenport et al. 1998) , as well as the normal placement for AHAA students (Riegle-Crumb 2006) . In the entire AHAA sample, there are three high schools in which the modal ninth grade course placement is below algebra I. For students who transition to these schools, low course placement was coded as less than prealgebra.
Second, failing a course in the first year of high school indicates difficulty in adjusting academically to the new school as well as lack of meeting teacher expectations. Course failure is taken from a failure index and is coded as failing any course in the first year of high school.
Middle School Social Ties
This study measures two types of middle school students' social relationships prior to the transition to high school. First, middle school teacher bonding is positively associated with academic achievement (Johnson et al. 2001; Muller 2001) , gives students access to informal knowledge in their school (Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995) , and is a commonly used measure of attachment by Add Health researchers (Crosnoe, Johnson, and Elder 2004; Resnick et al. 1997) . Bonding with middle school teachers is measured with three questions (r 5 .64): teachers treat students fairly (1 5 strongly agree to 5 5 strongly disagree), how often students have trouble with their teachers (0 5 never to 4 5 every day), and teachers care about them (1 5 not at all to 5 5 very much). All teacher bonding responses were reverse coded when necessary such that higher scores indicate stronger bonds.
Second, popularity among classmates was calculated using Add Health friendship data from the in-school survey and is a count of the number of sampled students nominating an individual respondent as a friend (range 5 0 to 32). In this sense, ''popular'' students are those who are more often nominated as friends among their middle school classmates. This not only gives some indication of status but also centrality among peers and integration into the social system of their middle school prior to the transition to high school. 2 
District Context
Add Health and AHAA are ideal sources with which to study school transitions, particularly the transition to high school; these data allow for a comparison of students in different contexts who originate from the same middle schools, as well as a consideration of the traits of the sending and receiving schools. Regarding the sendingschool traits, previous research suggests that the proportion of students who transition together affects academic achievement at the beginning of high school (Schiller 1999) . However, districts are structured according to feeder patterns, whereby certain middle schools ''feed'' into high schools. I extend current research by using data from the sending and receiving schools to identify the district context. This context includes the receiving high school trait of students' relative contribution to the incoming high school class for all
Langenkamp 5 high schools attended by middle school students, estimated from the number of middle school students who transitioned in each year divided by the freshman class size as reported in the Common Core Data and Private School Survey. From these two data sources, a clear pattern emerged that reflects how districts are structured. In the first, one middle school cohort feeds into one high school. In this ''uniform'' district context, there is a maintenance of social ties between middle school and high school. In the second, many middle schools feed into one high school. In this ''mixed'' district context, social ties are reconfigured once students get to high school and there is an opportunity to form new social ties among new classmates.
As shown in Figure 1 , students who are in the uniform district context (n 5 1,268) transition with almost all of their classmates and constitute a similar proportion of the incoming class (M 5 0.98, SD 5 0.05), whereas those are in a mixed district context (n 5 750) constitute less than half of their incoming class (M 5 0.47, SD 5 0.19). This group contains all students from the sample who transitioned with a cohort of their middle school classmates. The students in these two contexts are those who follow their district feeder pattern. Finally, some students in Add Health deviate entirely from their prescribed feeder patterns and attend specialized schools, such as magnet schools or private high schools, or even move to different school districts. These are special cases and may denote processes of school choice (Lauen 2007) or other risk factors associated with mobility (Pribesh and Downey 1999) . Because they face a distinct set of challenges during the transition to high school, and there are analytic issues with selection bias, they are not included in this study (n 5 892).
Supplementary analyses were conducted using two continuous measures in models to predict outcomes, the proportion of students who transition together, and the proportion of students who contribute to the incoming class, instead of the dichotomous measures shown in these analyses. 4 Although results from models using the continuous measures are consistent with results from models using the dichotomous measures discussed above, the latter are used to present final results for a number of reasons. First and foremost, the dichotomous measures more accurately mirror the way that districts are structured. Students ''feed'' into high school on the basis of district policies of feeder patterns, whereby one or many middle schools are typically assigned to only one feeder high school. Among the Add Health middle school students who followed their district feeder patterns, two basic district types emerged and are represented by uniform and mixed contexts. Second, although the Add Health data have many strengths, they are limited concerning analytical power with respect to schools because of the small number of schools. Including two continuous measures as well as other school-level controls in the model resulted in less reliable estimates, especially when estimating cross-level interaction effects. Finally, dichotomous measures are used for ease of interpretation of cross-level interactions.
Other Measures
Prior academic achievement. Prior academic achievement consists of middle school academic achievement, taken from self-reported grades in math, science, language arts, and social studies. Because this study focuses on academically vulnerable middle school students, low middle school achievement, a dichotomous measure, was created for students with below-average grade point averages (GPAs) (0 5 high-or average-achieving middle school students).
5
Other disruptions. Previous research has identified several concurrent events associated with school mobility, such as moving or a family structure change (Astone and McLanahan 1994) . First, family structure change is taken from family structure constructs derived from reports of household composition at both waves (1 5 change between waves). Second, respondents indicated in wave I how long they had lived at their current residences. Those responding ''less than a year'' were considered to be recent movers. Third, students responded to a question about the length of time at their current schools. If their grade levels were not the first grade level at the school in wave I (e.g., seventh grade in a seventh and eighth grade middle school), students were considered recent transfers into those schools. None of these disruptions were statistically significant predictors of the outcomes, likely because of the small number of students who experienced these disruptions in this sample (less than 10%). Therefore, these disruptions are not retained in final models. Sociology of Education 83(1) measured at wave I. Control variables include sex (1 5 female); racial or ethnic identity, with dummy variables for non-Latino white (the reference category), Asian American, Latino, African American, and other race or ethnicity; and parents' highest education level (1 5 eighth grade or less to 9 5 professional training). In addition, family structure is measured as a series of dummy variables for living with both biological parents (the reference category), a parent and stepparent, a single mother, and other family structure.
High school characteristics. As mentioned above, when students transition to high school, they are moving between two institutions and within a system with a structured feeder pattern.
Receiving-school traits may in part influence students' academic outcomes in the first year of high school. First, all models include a control for whether students' middle schools were in districts with school choice. 7 All analyses also controlled for aspects of students' high schools, such as size, urbanicity, and sector.
8 Both size and sector have been shown to predict course differentiation within schools (Lee et al. 2000) . Specifically, large comprehensive public schools often have multiple tracks or course sequences for students to choose and have been criticized for increasing stratification among students (Lee, Croninger, and Smith 1997; Powell, Farrar, and Cohen 1985) by funneling certain students into lowerlevel courses (Riehl, Pallas, and Natriello 1999) . These variables are taken from the Common Core Data and Private School Survey. High school size is measured as the total number of students in Langenkamp 7 the school, and private school is a dichotomous variable. High school urbanicity is a series of dummy variables including city, suburb (fringe of a city), town, or rural area. Finally, a variable of whether the average math course placement (among previous Add Health cohorts) in the school was less than algebra I is included. Table 1 shows selected means of measures at each major stage of sample filtering. The largest difference in sample characteristics occurs when filters selected only the Add Health middle school cohorts who are in the mixed or uniform context (sample 3). This sample has a larger proportion of non-Latino white students (hereafter, whites) who live with both biological parents. Finally, a filter was included for those missing the sample weight and/or missing on the dependent variables (n 5 2,065). The rest of the selected means for these additional filters were not that different from the entire middle school sample. Overall, the analytic sample is similar to the wave III sample, but with slightly more whites. Analyses for this study used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) techniques because of the correlation of errors in measurement of the variables that occurs when students are clustered within schools. HLM models differences within each group and then models differences across groups in the level 1 relationships. This is appropriate because analyses for this study focus on how members of the same cohort experience the transition differently and how the context shapes those differences. In this study, the level 1 predictors are at the student level. Level 2 predictors are estimated at the school-by-cohort level, as the interest is in estimating effects within each cohort. Because HLM allows for both weighting data to correct for sample design as well as the estimation of associations between cohort-level slopes on the student-level predictors, this statistical package is ideal for this study (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002) . All level 1 continuous variables of interest and all level 2 variables are grand mean centered. Slopes are allowed to randomly vary to compare differences in coefficients across schools.
Sample and Analytic Plan
Multivariate analyses in this study first establish baseline associations between all students and the academic outcomes as they transition to high school. This includes the demographic controls and middle school social ties and academic achievement. Next, interactions between middle school achievement and middle school social ties are estimated. The interaction terms are included to determine whether the estimated effects of students' middle school social ties differed depending on their level of middle school achievement. Third, models include several school-by-cohort level controls to determine whether traits of the transition, such as district context or presence of school choice or characteristics of the receiving schools explain the baseline associations. Finally, models incorporate interactions between students' district contexts (uniform or mixed) and their middle school academic and social status to determine whether (1) academically vulnerable students benefit from a particular district context over another. Table 2 displays weighted descriptive statistics for measures used in multivariate analyses for the analytic sample and includes separate means for the mixed and uniform district contexts. The most dramatic difference between the two contexts is evident in the high school characteristics. Students following the mixed pathway attend large urban high schools at higher rates, whereas those following a uniform pathway attend much smaller high schools in towns and rural areas. These descriptive statistics underscore the distinctions between the two contexts in terms of the potential for social opportunity and constraint. Simply on the basis of mean differences in school size (uniform ' 850 students; mixed ' 1,650 students), schools in the mixed context likely have more curricular differentiation (Powell et al. 1985; Lee et al. 1997 ) and greater reconfiguration of social ties, which may lead to greater social opportunity. Therefore, school size is an important variable to include in multivariate models and helps uncover whether students' context influences their academic outcomes even net of school size. Table 2 also indicates that students who follow the uniform pathway are disproportionately white, whereas students following a mixed pathway have parents with slightly higher levels of education. In addition, students in the uniform context have higher average levels of popularity, which may indicate a tighter social network at the sending school. Finally, students in the uniform context fail courses in high school at higher rates. Table 3 presents results from multivariate logistic regression models with fixed effects and robust standard errors for the first outcome, low course placement. According to Table 3 , net of background characteristics, students with more friends among their middle school classmates are less likely than students with few friends to be placed in lower-level math courses (b 5 -.09, p \ .001). Previous research has shown that parental involvement can influence placement upon entering high school (Baker and Stevenson 1986 ). Yet interestingly, students with higher status among peers and larger social networks may also avoid low course placement. Bonds with middle school teachers are unrelated to course placement. In model 2, the interaction between low achievement and popularity indicates that low-achieving students do not seem to get the same protection from popularity in terms of their math course placement.
RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics by District Context
Predicting Math Course Placement
In addition, there is no direct association between following a mixed pathway and course placement, 10 nor are there any statistically significant interactions between the district context and students' middle school social ties or academic achievement. Lack of significant coefficients for this outcome suggests few differences between students who follow uniform or mixed pathways in the transition to high school concerning their math course placement. The reconfiguration of social ties that occurs at the receiving school in the mixed context does not appear to play a role in the course placement of students when they enter high school.
Consistent with previous studies, the results suggest that students whose parents have higher levels of education are less likely to be placed in low math courses in the first year of high school. African American adolescents, those with lower self-reported GPAs in middle school, and those who live in alternative ''other'' family structure types are more likely to be placed in low math courses upon entering high school.
Predicting Course Failure Table 4 shows results from multilevel logistic regression models from predicting course failure in the first year of high school.
11 In contrast to course placement, the results suggest that middle school ties protect against course failure after the transition from middle school to high school. Students who are either bonded with their middle school teachers or who are more popular among middle school classmates have a lower likelihood of course failure in the first year of high school, shown in model 2. However, the estimated effect of popularity among middle school classmates seems to differ depending on prior achievement (b 5 .09, p . .01 in model 3). Among lowachieving students, there does not seem to be the same protection against failure associated with having more friends among middle school classmates compared with average or high middle school achievers.
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Models predicting course failure also differ from math course placement in the sense that the district context does appear to play a role in predicting this outcome. Students in the mixed context, characterized by more social opportunity and also possibly more academic opportunity at the receiving high school, are less likely to fail a course in the first year of high school (b 5 -.85, p . .001), even net of other receiving school characteristics such as urban location, sector, and school size. In addition, the district context interacts with the students' academic status in middle Mean or proportion for mixed pathway is statistically significantly different from that for uniform pathway using chi-square or analysis of variance test for significance.
10
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Langenkamp 11 school. Among low-achieving students, following a mixed pathway appears to provide an additional protection against failure. These students have a lower likelihood of failure when transitioning to high school, where there may be more opportunity for new relationships among incoming cohorts and more academic opportunity through a greater number or variety of course offerings. As shown in Figure 2 , predicted probabilities reveal that among low-achieving middle school students, the probability of course failure is almost 0.50 for students in a uniform context, whereas those in a mixed context have a predicted failure rate of only 0.20. In sum, not only does a mixed district context appear to be protective against course failure overall, but it may provide particular benefit among students who are academically vulnerable during the transition between middle school and high school.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The transition to high school can be a period of risk or even opportunity for adolescents. Research has established the role of prior achievement across the transition to high school and has even explored some elements of school context. This study builds on this knowledge and incorporates two additional yet crucial components of the transition to high school: the role of middle school social relationships and the district context within which the reconfiguration of these relationships occurs. The key argument of this study is that students' middle school social relationships and the context of the transition contribute to academic vulnerability (and, conversely, resilience)-low math course placement and course failure-in the first year of high school. The district context was expected to play a role in this process, by structuring the reconfiguration of social relationships.
The first research question concerned whether middle school ties influenced course placement or course failure in the first year of high school. Teacher bonding was expected to predict both low math course placement and course failure, though it predicted only the latter. On one hand, it could be that middle school teachers have less of an influence at high schools when it comes to math course placement. However, vertical teaming efforts would suggest this is not the case, although the influence may operate through middle school academic performance, which is controlled in the model. It is possible that teacher bonding, as measured by Add Health, taps students' feelings about their teachers rather than any recommendations teachers may make about their students. In terms of protecting students against course failure, those who have bonded with their middle school teachers 
Langenkamp 13 may be more likely to have the skills to replicate that closeness and seek out similar connections at their new schools. Popularity was expected to be a powerful predictor of academic outcomes because of the importance of peers and social status during adolescence. This seemed to be the case, as popularity among middle school classmates predicted both a lower likelihood of low math course placement and a lower likelihood of failing a course. It may be that, particularly at this stage in the life course, those who are better positioned within the information networks of their schools might be less likely to be left behind in terms of progression of course sequences such as math; they also may have more social support to protect against course failure. This is not to suggest that students must necessarily be popular to succeed in school. Having more friends may help keep less engaged students involved in school when they otherwise would disengage, as other research on adolescents has suggested (Milner 2004; Phelan et al. 1998) .
The second research question addresses whether the protective effect of social relationships on high school academic outcomes is the same for low-achieving middle school students. Consistent with previous research, low middle school achievement predicts both lower math course placement and course failure in high school. Teacher bonding does not seem to offer additional protection for low achievers. Although there is evidence that popularity among middle school classmates is protective during the transition from middle school to high school, this protective effect only applies to average-or highachieving students. Low-achieving students do not appear to reap the same rewards from popularity, possibly because low-achieving middle school students befriend similarly low performing friends (Granic and Dishion 2003) , or are ''tracked'' this way by the school (Hallinan 1991) . Alternatively, low-achieving students' reputations may follow them to high school, and they may be less equipped to handle this transition (Phelan et al. 1998) . Conclusions concerning interactions between low middle school achievement and popularity should be considered somewhat tentative, given the relatively small size of this effect as well as the lack of stability of the statistical significance across models. In sum, the social relationships that students carry with them to high school do appear at least somewhat protective from failure and low math course placement, but not for low-achieving students. The social relationships that students leave behind with teachers, however, seem to have less impact after the transition from middle school to high school.
The final research question investigated whether the district context is associated with student achievement directly and whether it moderates the effect of social relationships. The district contexts, distinct in their feeder patterns and the way that 14 Sociology of Education 83 (1) social relationships are reconfigured, seem to be related to course placement and course failure differently. There was a lack of any association between district context and low math course placement, which suggests that there is no difference between the two types of districts on this outcome. When predicting course failure, however, the district context does seem to play a role both for all students as well as providing an additional protection against failure for low-achieving middle school students. All students who are in mixed district contexts are less likely to fail a course in the first year of high school. Also, low-achieving students seem to have an additional protection against failing a course when transitioning in the mixed district context. Importantly, these results persist net of specific school characteristics such as size, sector, and urban location, suggesting that district context can play an independent role in shaping academic success. Although there was an interaction between the district context and students' middle school academic achievement, there was not a similar pattern concerning middle school teacher bonding and popularity among middle school classmates. In sum, the mixed district context, characterized by more social opportunity, does appear to provide low-achieving students with a chance for resilience in their first year of high school, compared to the uniform district context.
The findings of this study underscore that processes of failure are crucial to investigate and are often overlooked (see Roderick [1993] for an exception). Students who fail after a transition are especially at risk for school disengagement and dropout, and identifying circumstances in which failure may be alleviated is a critical step in the promotion of academic persistence and success. Although this study contributes to an understanding of how social relationships and district context might shape academic outcomes after the transition to high school, it is not without limitations. First, outcomes focus only on the first year of high school, which marks the important beginning of students' academic trajectories after the crucial transition to high school. As other research has shown, the academic trajectories of students can be realigned and changed throughout the high school years (McFarland 2006; Swanson and Schneider 1999) . Second, this study focuses on processes before and during the transition to high school. Building on the new findings of this study by including other elements of the receiving high school, such as the school climate and its potential in either creating or stifling academic and social opportunity, should be a priority for future research. Langenkamp 15 Comparing two district contexts in the transition to high school helps isolate and clarify ways that most students transition through the school system. This study focused on experiences of students who transition to high school with a cohort of classmates. These students, especially those who are academically vulnerable, may benefit from attending a high school where there is the potential for increased social and academic opportunity. Although the findings reinforce that social relationships are closely linked to students' academic adjustment to new schools, there seems to be a lack of a protective effect of social relationships for low achievers. School administrators should use the results of this study to consider, and perhaps reconsider, that the ways districts organize and funnel students as they move through their academic trajectories have the potential to provide opportunity or exacerbate vulnerable students' weaknesses as they make the transition to high school. Programs to bolster these students' resiliency may also help and are worthy of future study. Providing ways for students to form new social ties with prosocial peers and teachers in their receiving schools will likely ease their transition to high school.
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